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This research aims to fill the gap between how higher education marketing 
professionals are developing and executing recruitment marketing strategies 
aimed at increasing the enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students at 
their institutions and how students from these populations interpret those efforts, 
as well as what their top interests are when it comes to selecting a college. 
To fill this gap, I conducted a survey of 30 questions pertaining to higher 
education diversity recruitment marketing practices that was completed by a 
sample of 66 racially and ethnically diverse college students (18–24 years old). A 
combination of open-ended and close-ended questions revealed opinions about 
particular commonly used tactics, as well as preferences for future marketing 
practices. 
 This study indicates that racially and ethnically diverse students are 
aware of popular recruitment marketing tactics used by colleges to increase the 
enrollment of students like them. They are also aware that they are specifically 
marketed to because of their race/ethnicity, which can result in these students 
distrusting colleges and the accuracy of their marketing materials. They believe 
that colleges care more about meeting enrollment numbers for diverse students 
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than the unique values diverse students bring to campus, and said they feel like 
a number valued only for their race/ethnicity. This study reveals that there is 
much work to be done by higher education marketing professionals to present a 
more-truthful portrayal of campus diversity and to prove to racially and ethnically 
diverse students through recruitment marketing that the value of diversity 
extends beyond skin color and enrollment numbers. 
Participants in this study largely appreciated efforts by colleges to 
increase the enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students on college 
campuses when efforts to do so were honest, rooted in inclusivity, and backed 
with necessary support and infrastructure. However, the majority saw diversity 
recruitment marketing efforts by colleges as forced, self-serving, and more about 
quotas and appearances than the actual benefits of having a diverse campus 
and educational experience. 
The best-practices list included in this thesis provides guidelines for 
successfully marketing to racially and ethnically diverse prospective college 
students by addressing the uncovered needs, concerns, opinions, preferences, 
and interests of racially and ethnically diverse students. This research and best-
practices list propel research in this area forward, though additional research will 
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Research shows that the number of racially and ethnically diverse college-
age students in the United States is continually increasing and has been for 
some time (“College Enrollment Rates,” 2019). As this number continues to rise, 
many post-secondary institutions are seeking to increase enrollment of students 
from these populations. Higher education leaders and marketing professionals 
are working together to align marketing plans with institutional strategic goals, 
and in recent years, college campuses across the nation have begun developing 
intentional recruitment marketing plans for racially and ethnically diverse students 
(Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014).  
Research shows that students from different backgrounds — ethnic, 
socioeconomic, and household education level — have different questions, 
concerns, and experiences that contribute to their college search and selection 
processes (Luedke, 2017; Urciuoli, 2018). These differences include 
expectations of education and career choice set by parents or based on societal 
norms for different cultures — for instance, when going to college is not expected 
or heavily encouraged — and access to funds for a college education. Life 
experiences and expectations also play a large role in the way students 
approach the idea of college.  
Research also shows that often, racial and ethnic diversity messages in 
college recruitment materials are “primarily intended for a white audience” (Osei-
Kofi, Torres & Lui, 2013, p. 391) — for instance, a community service photo 
where white students are shown ‘helping’ non-white community members, a 
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perceived divide between whites and ‘others’ — with marketers assuming all 
people in their audience have similar questions, concerns, and perspectives on 
what diversity means (Osei-Kofi, Torres & Lui, 2013). Many marketing choices 
have been made based on intuition rather than data, with the marketers’ ideas in 
mind rather than the consumers’ wants, needs, or preferences — a process 
referred to as “I-methodology” (Turner & Turner, 2011) and the “imagined 
audience” (Litt, 2012). By assuming audience needs and situations, marketers 
risk not reaching their target audience, or worse — reaching the target audience 
with the wrong message. 
With data collection often on the backburner, it is difficult for marketers to 
know what racially and ethnically diverse students want or need to know about 
the college search process and college experience, as well as how these 
students feel about the way colleges are marketing to them. Even more difficult is 
knowing how racially and ethnically diverse prospective students perceive 
marketers’ intuitive methods and if they can cause more harm than good. Even 
the best intentions can be misinterpreted; but the collection and analysis of data 
pertaining to consumer preferences, needs, and interests could inform these 
marketing efforts and serve as a foundation for better, more-thoughtful 
communication methods and recruitment marketing strategies for racially and 
ethnically diverse students.  
Abundant research exists from the perspectives of scholars and diversity 
experts on theoretical concepts pertaining to college recruitment and diversity in 
advertising (Osei-Kofi, Torres & Lui, 2013; Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & Cooper-
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Chen, 2009), but research outlining the perceptions and perspectives of racially 
and ethnically diverse students themselves is not as prevalent. 
This thesis research aims to fill that gap by providing insight into racially 
and ethnically diverse college students’ interests, needs, preferences, and 
concerns as it pertains to their identity as racially and ethnically diverse 
individuals as well as their identity as prospective college students during the 
college search process.  
A multifaceted approach to this research was necessary. The following 
literature review discusses how researchers have explored diversity and 
inclusion issues among college applicants, in university mission statements 
(Wilson et al., 2012); theoretical concepts, including proportionality and 
overrepresentation (Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009); and 
portrayals of the value placed on diversity within a community by analyzing 
imagery through the lens of concepts such as tokenism, self-presentation, and 
stereotypes (Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui, 2013; Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009).  
Statement of Purpose  
The purpose of this study was two-fold: first, to explore racially and 
ethnically diverse students’ responses to popular college diversity recruitment 
marketing strategies, and second, to investigate preferences, needs, and 
interests of these students in relation to higher education marketing; what factors 
go into college choice for these students; and to collect data that can be used to 
better serve these populations for more intentional recruitment marketing plans. 
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Exploring literature on the history of diversity recruitment in higher 
education, the importance of university branding, and the study of diversity in 
images and recruitment materials provides a basis for understanding the 
necessary research on this topic. 
With the literature review as the foundation, my research uncovers racially 
and ethnically diverse college students’ feelings about being marketed to by 
colleges based on their race, their perception of popular diversity recruitment 
marketing tactics colleges use, and their wants, needs, and interests as it 
pertains to college choice. 
From these findings, a guide for higher education administration and 
marketing professionals was developed to outline best-practices for recruitment 
marketing efforts aimed at racially and ethnically diverse students in a way that 
resonates with and respects these students’ preferences.  
Terms 
‘Race’ refers to a population’s physical characteristics, while ‘ethnicity’ 
refers to groups that share a sense of identity, history, cultural roots, and, 
oftentimes, geography, (da Silva Santos et al., 2010). For the purposes of this 
study, ‘diverse’ refers to those who are non-white and only considers racial and 
ethnic diversity. 
Literature Review  
To put the importance of this topic in perspective, scholars estimated that 
the proportion of African Americans and Hispanics attending college increased 
by 127% for African Americans and 124% for Hispanics at private four-year 
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colleges from 1998 to 2008 (Gomstyn, 2003). Current data shows that the 
percentage of non-white students attending college nearly doubled between 
2000 and 2015, and that significant growth has happened since 1980, with the 
number of non-white students attending college more than quadrupling between 
1980 and 2015 (Digest of Education Statistics, 2016). With this population 
growing, higher education professionals are finding the need for intentional 
recruitment and tailored marketing plans to increase the enrollment of racially 
and ethnically diverse students (Wilson et al., 2012). According to data from the 
National Center for Education Statistics, racially and ethnically diverse students 
make up about 40% of U.S. students at degree-granting post-secondary 
institutions, though percentages at different universities can vary significantly. 
That 40% includes African American, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American 
Indian/Alaska native, and those of two or more races (Digest of Education 
Statistics, 2016). 
Research shows the importance of university messaging to prospective 
college students and its impact on enrollment based on perceived person-
organization fit (Diefendorff & Greguras, 2009). However, there is limited 
research on this specific issue — the way students perceive or interpret these 
messages and what students from underrepresented populations want to know 
or see about universities and colleges — with some research more than a 
decade old.  
How racially and ethnically diverse students are portrayed in higher 
education marketing materials, from a scholarly perspective, as well as historical 
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context for things like affirmative action and diverse student enrollment quotas, is 
a helpful framework. 
History of Higher Education Diversity Initiatives  
A brief contextual overview of the beginning of diversity initiatives in higher 
education admission helps frame this research. Affirmative action policies in 
college admission have been points of controversy since the first related court 
case, Regents of the University of California v. Bakker, in 1978 (Riccucci, 2014). 
Used to increase diversity on college campuses by taking race into consideration 
as a determining factor in college admission, affirmative action’s constitutionality 
was questioned with cases such as Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) and Fisher v. the 
University of Texas at Austin (2011). In these notable cases, affirmative action 
was upheld when it was applied as intended — that is, when race was not the 
sole determining factor in an admission decision.  
In Regents of the University of California v. Bakker, the court was asked to 
evaluate the constitutionality of the University of California, Berkeley’s program to 
increase diversity in its medical school enrollment, which reserved 16 out of 100 
spots for racially and ethnically diverse applicants. The ruling, outlined as “a 
landmark for any number of reasons” (Riccucci, 2014, p. 171) mainly because it 
upheld affirmative action under the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment and also recognized progress in diversity efforts as a result of the 
Civil Rights Movement. The court accepted the University of 
California, Berkeley’s reasoning because its aim was to promote diversity, an 
important American value, but the court did not accept the methods due to the 
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use of quotas. This led to a ruling that the purpose was right, but the method was 
wrong, because there were less-restrictive ways to reach the same goal, such as 
methods not solely based on race (Riccucci, 2014). This was an important 
moment in the history of efforts to increase and promote diversity in higher 
education.  
Two cases of similar nature, Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) and Fisher v. the 
University of Texas at Austin (2011), ruled in favor of affirmative action because 
the use of affirmative action was “sufficiently narrowly tailored” — race was not 
the only determining factor in admission decisions for these cases, and the 
efforts in question were rooted in goals of promoting diversity (Bennett, 2015; 
Zisk, 2017). Although banned in eight states, affirmative action in college 
admission decisions is still practiced today, with goals of promoting and 
increasing diverse communities and learning environments within the guidelines 
of fair affirmative action use — when race is not the sole determining factor in an 
admission decision (Riccucci, 2014). 
Affirmative action initiatives spurred colleges and universities into action in 
regard to purposeful recruitment marketing strategies for diverse populations, 
with special attention paid to the methods used to increase enrollment of racially 
and ethnically diverse students. 
With historical context in mind, it is important to evaluate the ways 
universities couple affirmative action initiatives with goals for recruiting diverse 
students. In addition to affirmative action policies at the admission decision 
phase, many colleges and universities have employed strategies for marketing to 
 
8 
and recruiting students from underrepresented backgrounds (Wilson et al., 
2012), even as early as middle school, aiming to intentionally attract diverse 
students to their institutions. Many factors are at play in strategic recruitment 
marketing for diverse students by colleges, such as a university’s brand identity 
(Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014), expressed commitment to diversity (Wilson et al., 
2012), and the way diversity initiatives, values and realities are presented and 
portrayed in marketing materials through the use of text and photos (Pippert et 
al., 2013). One study revealed that 17% of university statements examined 
mentioned the benefits of diverse student bodies, noting that things like 
differences in background, inclusive environments, and fostering campus 
communities that emulate current society are key elements of what ‘diversity’ 
means to those universities (Wilson et al., 2012). Research shows the strength of 
a university’s messaging is affected by several factors, which will be discussed 
below. 
Strength of University Messaging  
Branding is described as playing “a prominent role in marketing strategies 
at education institutions” as a way of “differentiating and communicating 
competitive advantage” (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 145). A university’s voice 
— language choice and tone — and brand play large roles in students’ 
perceptions of a university’s goals, values, and reputation. Boyer et al. (2006) 
argue that students use websites to explore colleges — learning about 
universities’ mission statements, reputations, and rankings — because the 
content is “on demand.” Additionally, these scholars share that repetition in voice 
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and interaction produced by university branding helps prospective students form 
bonds with universities, as they give the students insight to the brand’s values. 
When branding strategies are implemented effectively, they appear to succeed in 
influencing people’s perceptions of a university’s image within a short period of 
time (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014), which shows that strategic diversity marketing 
and branding initiatives can be effective ways of reaching and influencing an 
audience. 
Additionally, for successful implementation of branding initiatives in 
general, faculty, staff, and students should “live the brand” in order for the value 
to naturally exist and flourish (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014, p. 160). These efforts, 
and others like invitations to on-campus visits designed to attract diverse 
students, all contribute to diversity recruitment marketing plans and a true 
representation of institutions that value diversity (Sevier, 2003).  
Ease of access to and availability of information are important elements of 
digital messaging in higher education marketing. Some scholars argue that 
access initiatives (e.g., application fee waivers or free transportation for college 
visit programs for diverse groups) assume that the cause of underrepresentation 
is financial (limited access to money for application fees or visiting campus), 
which generalizes a group (Childs et al., 2016). Others argue that efforts like 
these are essential in strategic diversity recruitment marketing. The topic of 
access initiatives is an important element in this area of research: when access 
to monetary or transportation needs for a college visit are limited or unavailable, 
digital communication may be the main or only way a student is able to learn 
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about or see an institution (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). This makes the 
accurate portrayal of a university — both visually and textually — and the 
perceived identity of the university very important elements in the college 
marketing and research processes, respectively. 
Representation of Racial and Ethnic Diversity through Text and Images  
When exposure to university-produced promotional materials is the main 
or only introduction a student has to a university’s reputation, accurate portrayal 
of current diversity initiatives and proportionality are all the more imperative. 
However, some scholars have found that colleges and universities are more 
likely to use visual rather than textual representations of diversity in marketing 
materials (Boyer et al., 2006). Other scholars made significant discoveries in 
textual representations of diversity in college mission and diversity statements. 
According to one study of 80 university mission statements, 75% referenced 
diversity, and 65% had a separate diversity statement; however, this research 
study does note that about 35% of sampled institutions said nothing about 
diversity in written mission or diversity statements. Of those that referenced 
diversity, 17% explained what diversity meant on their college campus — such 
as stating the value of differences in background, the value of inclusion, and a 
campus community that mirrors current society — while only 10% of the sample 
addressed both cultural and demographic diversity in their mission statements. 
Of those with separate diversity statements, 50% addressed initiatives that 
included campus community engagement in diversity efforts, 33% prompted the 
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community to get involved, and 17% stated recruiting and retaining diverse 
faculty and students as institutional values (Wilson et al., 2012). 
Interestingly, Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui (2013) found that racial and ethnic 
diversity messages in admissions materials they analyzed were primarily 
intended for white audiences, explaining how diverse enrollment can enrich their 
college experiences, but not acknowledging how they may contribute to the 
experiences of non-whites. This idea is related to the concept of stereotyping, 
which scholars also found as a common theme in their higher education 
marketing research.  
Scholars shared that when racial and ethnic diversity was represented in 
brochures and other institutional promotional materials, stereotypes seemed to 
emerge through image choices (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). For instance, 
diverse students were shown in the background where a white student was the 
focus, Asian American students were shown in a science lab, or, when African 
American students were featured, they were in athletic events or in recreational 
photos where academics were not the focus (Osei-Kofi, Torres & Lui, 2013; 
Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). These scholars argue that images like these add 
to stereotypes about different ethnicities’ capabilities or societal value, and that 
they also portray white students in “power positions” (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 
2009). This skewed representation, scholars argue, brings with it a perception 
that underrepresented groups are less valuable to society (Coates & Knobloch-




Portrayals versus Realities  
Another theme in this area of research is proportionality — the idea of the 
representation of certain groups being proportionally portrayed in respect to their 
proportion in society or in a certain community (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). 
For instance, the number of African Americans portrayed in a university brochure 
ideally should be proportionate to the number of African American students in the 
institution’s student body. Research shows that institutional representation of 
racial and ethnic diversity is often inaccurate (Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & 
Cooper-Chen, 2009). One study found that African Americans were 
overrepresented in college publications at 81.2% of a sample of 134 institutions, 
and Hispanic students were underrepresented at 44.2% of schools from a 
sample of 73 institutions (Pippert et al., 2013). Pippert determined that 
misrepresentation of institutional diversity is “intentional and near universal,” (p. 
275) stating that “presenting an image of diversity is more important than 
accurately portraying the student body” (p. 275) for many schools. Boyer et al 
(2006) refer to this approach as “self-presentation.” Research also shows that 
diverse students are aware that universities use images of diversity as a self-
presentation strategy (Luedke, 2017). My research probes the question of how 
diverse student feel about these strategies. 
Other issues surrounding the portrayal of diverse students in institutional 
promotional materials include altering diversity in photos (Jacobson, 2001) and 
tokenism (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). As some universities have learned the 
hard way (University of Wisconsin—Madison and the University of Idaho, both in 
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2000), digitally altering photos to incorporate diverse students is not the best way 
to improve perceptions of campus diversity — in fact, doing so can lead to 
lawsuits and the resulting bad publicity can affect the public’s perception of the 
university (Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui, 2013). Tokenism is the idea that photos of 
diverse students are intentionally selected and added to promotional materials, 
sometimes in ways that seem unnatural — for instance, a photo of five students, 
each very clearly a different race/ethnicity — presumably for the sake of showing 
diversity (Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). Scholars argue that 
it appears “some colleges and universities want to present themselves as diverse 
communities” (Boyer et al., 2006, p. 140), as evident through practices such as 
using Photoshop to add diversity to photos or tokenism to portray racial/ethnic 
harmony on campus. However, extensive research surrounding the frequency or 
intentional use of these tactics — tokenism, self-presentation, and digitally 
altering photos — was not found. Research shows a disconnect between how 
colleges market themselves, in terms of diversity, and the actual diversity of a 
campus, including support offered for diverse students, which will be discussed 
below (Luedke, 2017). 
On-Campus Support for Diverse Students 
Research shows that showing the value of diversity beyond enrollment 
numbers — by sharing on-campus resources, involvement opportunities, and 
having diverse faculty and staff — can affect racially and ethnically diverse 
student satisfaction with college choice, which can contribute to retention 
(Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2014; Luedke, 2017). Scholars found that an 
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ethnically and racially diverse campus is preferred by both African American and 
Latino students (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2014), but scholars also noted that 
institutional diversity is not solely about students — to strengthen messages of 
diversity and inclusion in a university’s brand, institutions should also have 
diversity of faculty and staff and funding to support efforts to increase the 
enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students (Sevier, 2003), as well as 
retain them (Luedke, 2017).  
Urciuoli’s (2018) study also revealed that racially and ethnically diverse 
students at a predominantly white institution felt they were heavily recruited and 
then left mostly unsupported by faculty, staff, and the campus community once 
they began classes. These participants noted feeling like a number whose 
purpose was to fulfill a university’s quota for diverse students and not feeling 
valued for their diversity beyond helping the university meet goals or for their 
individuality beyond their skin color. Urciuoli’s study shed some light on diverse 
students’ experiences being recruited by colleges and the difference in their 
experiences after they enrolled. Two enrolled students recalled visiting a campus 
for a multicultural student day before enrolling and reflected on the visit later, 
noting that they saw “what must have been every other student of color on 
campus” (p. 98). Students noted the connectedness they felt to other diverse 
students on campus after enrolling, citing walking by and saying “hello” to other 
students of color as comforting at a predominantly white institution. Participants 
recalled heavy talk about diversity and multiculturalism at orientation, then a 
significant drop-off in support after they moved in and classes began.  
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A 2017 research study shows that relationships with diverse faculty and 
staff are some of the most-meaningful relationships diverse students form during 
their college experiences, noting that some even considered them as more 
influential than relationships with other students (Luedke, 2017). Luedke’s study 
of 24 African American, Latinx, and biracial students at two predominantly white 
institutions explored the roles of social and cultural capital. Findings showed that 
participants felt valued by staff, faculty, and administrators of color for their 
personal and cultural capital, as well as their academic capital. They felt they 
were able to establish genuine and intentional relationships with staff and 
administrators because cultural capital existed between students and staff and 
administrators of color, and their existing social capital was recognized. Students 
felt more comfortable with staff and administrators whose cultural backgrounds 
were similar to their own. On the other hand, they indicated their relationships 
with white staff and administrators were less holistic and more academic, 
because they did not feel valued for their social or cultural capital. The key here 
is that it is not just the racial and ethnic diversity of the student body that matters 
to racially and ethnically diverse students, but also that of faculty and staff.  
In addition to support from diverse faculty and staff, support systems on 
campus for diverse students are important. Luedke (2017) found that diverse 
students want mentors and peers to acknowledge and celebrate their cultural 
and racial differences, not practice colorblindness; that is, treating all students 
the same without regard to cultural and racial differences. This points to 
organizations like multicultural student groups, Greek organizations for diverse 
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students, and on-campus support services like multicultural student centers as 
vital parts of the diverse student experience and diverse student recruitment.  
Summary  
To date, no extensive research has been found on the way racially and 
ethnically diverse students perceive diversity recruitment marketing efforts by 
colleges aimed at increasing the enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse 
students. However, research does show that the number of diverse students on 
some college campuses has significantly increased, though campuses vary 
(“College Enrollment Rates,” 2019), and with this increase has come a rise in 
efforts to recruit these students through dedicated recruitment marketing. 
University messaging, which includes branding initiatives as well as university 
mission and diversity statements, are powerful tools to recruit college students. 
Research shows that students identify and form connections with a university’s 
brand based on consistent voice and messaging, as well as values and 
reputations (Boyer et al., 2006; Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014). My study explored 
racially and ethnically diverse students’ reactions to college marketing efforts and 
experiences as non-white students being marketed to by colleges, as well as 
their top interests and concerns pertaining to college, and contributed to research 
that will guide college marketers’ branding and messaging efforts. 
Research also shows the importance of diversity in images and the 
underlying messages that are drawn from the way diversity is portrayed in photos 
(Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). Valuing diversity is more than using tokenism in 
photos, and attempting to show campus diversity in visual marketing materials 
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plays a large role in the way that the audience perceives the value the university 
places on diversity (Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui, 2013). In addition, represented 
diversity should be proportionate to actual diversity within a community, though 
the opposite is practiced more commonly (Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). 
Diversity initiatives should include sufficient faculty and staff of color whom 
racially and ethnically diverse students may feel better understand their concerns 
and may serve as mentors (Boyer et al., 2006; Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014). This 
provided a framework for questions asked of racially and ethnically diverse 
students of their opinions and perceptions about college diversity recruitment 
marketing efforts.   
What existing research does not show is how racially and ethnically 
diverse students feel about universities’ efforts to recruit them through dedicated 
marketing. Research does not show how racially and ethnically diverse students 
react to being marketed to by colleges because of their race, or even if they are 
aware of colleges’ tactics for marketing to them for recruitment purposes. 
Additionally, research does not show how diverse students feel when they 
receive marketing brochures that feature overrepresented diversity, nor does it 
show how diverse students perceive things like invitations to campus events only 
for diverse students, or even if a college’s stated commitment to diversity is a 
deciding factor in their college choice. The research overwhelmingly lacks the 
perspectives of the target population — racially and ethnically diverse college 




Research Questions  
The key elements missing in the research on this subject were the target 
audience’s perception of diversity recruitment marketing efforts, as well as what 
factors influence their college choice. Data on these topics have been attained by 
exploring two key questions:  
1. What were the most-important factors in racially and ethnically diverse 
students’ college choice?  
This question explored what racially and ethnically diverse college 
prospects look for in colleges, including the campus culture, safety, 
financial support, mentoring by diverse faculty and staff, and actual 
diversity numbers. 
2. How do racially and ethnically diverse students feel about diversity 
recruitment marketing initiatives?  
As discovered in the literature, it was important to explore whether 
today’s racially and ethnically diverse college students perceive 
diversity recruitment marketing as primarily a way for the institutions to 
reach their enrollment goals, or if the schools also understand what is 
important for non-white students to reach their educational goals and 
be part of the campus community.  
Survey questions will address racially and ethnically diverse 
student perceptions of how non-white students are depicted, colleges’ 





Research Design  
To answer these research questions and expand upon existing research, I 
developed an online, mixed-methods survey that consisted of quantitative, closed 
questions, and qualitative, open-ended questions. This process provided insight 
into the opinions of racially and ethnically diverse college students as it pertains 
to university recruitment marketing efforts, as well as their preferences and 
suggestions for future efforts. 
The survey was conducted through Qualtrics, a survey software that is 
free for UNC-Chapel Hill users. Because of this, there were no costs associated 
with this survey. Other advantages included the ability to survey a large sample 
from any location. 
The mixture of closed and open-ended questions provided balanced 
responses, with open-ended responses giving more in-depth data, and closed 
questions standardizing answers for easier data analysis. Questions were a 
combination of multiple choice (single selection), Likert scale, semantic 
differential, Guttman scale, and open-ended textbox questions (Wimmer & 
Dominick, 2014). 
Because of the complex nature of this research topic, direct, detailed 
questions were necessary to effectively collect data and answer research 
questions. Great care was essential for coding open-ended responses, as these 
varied among participants. Details on coding are described in the Analysis 
section below.  
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In this case, because the sample was made up of college-age students, 
Qualtrics features ensuring a mobile-friendly experience were used. The length 
of the survey was kept as short as possible to improve response rate. 
Once the survey was developed and parameters for a sample were 
established, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and exempted the 
study (see Appendix 1). 
Participant Recruitment and Procedure 
Upon IRB exemption, the survey was made available to UNC-Chapel Hill 
students in two ways. First, by being distributed to an established research pool 
of UNC Hussman School of Journalism and Media students, and, second, by 
being sent to the university’s campus-wide listserv, both with specifications about 
who was eligible to participate in the study. Additionally, snowball sampling was 
used to recruit further participants for an increased response rate. 
Sixty-six participants who met the eligibility requirements — between the 
ages of 18 and 24 and racially and ethnically diverse — completed the survey. 
Participants who did not meet these requirements were excluded from the 
results. The main term to define in this study is ‘racially and ethnically 
diverse.’ For the purposes of this study, racially and ethnically diverse students 
are non-white students. The target age range was 18 to 25 years old. 
An introductory explanation of the research was provided to participants in 
the advertisement for and with the distribution of the survey. The introduction 
described the purpose of the study, a statement of privacy and a consent 
statement with a check box. Participants were told that their responses were 
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confidential, and any results would only be reported in aggregate form. Qualtrics, 
the software used to host the survey, guaranteed anonymity with a setting that 
prohibited the researcher from linking responses to individuals. Students within 
the Hussman School of Journalism and Media School were directed to a page 
where they could provide their name and PID in order to receive course credit. 
This page was clearly labeled to indicate that this information would be kept 
separate from their survey responses. Only that information was provided to their 
instructor to confirm the student participated in the survey research as part of a 
class requirement. No survey responses were shared with instructors. 
The survey consisted of 30 questions, took approximately 10–20 minutes, 
was open for one week, at which time the hoped-for number of responses were 
collected. The survey was then closed for response evaluation and coding. 
Analysis  
For the open-ended questions, coding was completed using Grant 
McCracken’s (1988) Stages of Analysis, taking particular responses and then 
categorizing them more generally as collective observations. The Stages of 
Analysis include five stages which become increasingly more general: 1) 
evaluating each response individually, 2) developing responses based on 
previous literature and cultural review, 3) examining the interconnection of the 
second review, focusing on the observations, 4) collectively scrutinizing 
observations thus far, and 5) taking themes and patterns that emerged and 
completing a final analysis. Following these steps, these themes and patterns will 
inform future diversity marketing efforts or serve as a basis for additional 
 
22 
research on the relationships between recruitment and retention, and 
perspectives of racially and ethnically diverse high school students.  
The closed questions were evaluated for frequencies of responses using 
descriptive statistics through Qualtrics’ reporting tools. The results answered 
research questions about respondent recruitment marketing preferences and 
opinions. 
Results 
The sample included 66 racially and ethnically diverse college students 
between the ages of 18 and 24. See Table 1 for the demographic breakdown.  





     Asian American/Pacific Islander 33.36% 
     Black/African American 24.24% 
     Two or more races/ethnicities 21.21% 
     Hispanic/Latinx 13.64% 




    18 13.64% 
    19 19.7% 
    20 36.36% 
    21 19.7% 
    22 6.05% 
    23 1.52% 
    24 3.03% 
  
Gender  
    Female 78.79% 
    Male 21.21% 
  
Annual household income  
    Less than $20,000 6.06% 
    $20,000 - $34,999 9.09% 
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    $35,000 - $49,999 10.61% 
    $50,000 - $74,999 18.18% 
    $75,000 - $99,999 12.12% 
    $100,000 - $124,999 16.67% 
    $125,000 - $149,999 6.06% 
    $150,000 + 21.21% 
 
The following section will address the answers to my study’s two research 
questions. 
Quantitative Results 
Research Question 1 
The first research question was, “What were the most-important factors in 
racially and ethnically diverse students’ college choice?” To answer this question, 
I evaluated the responses from participants to one key question pertaining to 
factors influential in their college choice. This research indicates that racially and 
ethnically diverse students are most concerned with a university’s academic 
reputation (92.42%), followed by practical factors such as cost (81.82%), majors 
available (81.81%), and scholarship opportunities (60.61%). While diversity of the 
student body (43.94%) and faculty and staff (34.85%) are important, they are not 
the most important. Interestingly, the resources available for diverse students 
(50%) was more important to the participants than the actual diversity of the 
student body or the faculty/staff.  
There were some differences in responses when comparing by 
race/ethnicity which are worth pointing out and may provide opportunities for 
additional research.  
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Overall, 30.7% of respondents pointed out the importance of attending a 
college that’s close to home. By race and ethnicity, more Asian American/Pacific 
Islanders agreed or strongly agreed (48.4%) to wanting their college to be close 
to home, while fewer Black/African American respondents (15.8%) and those of 
two or more races (17.7%) agreed or strongly agreed with that criterion.  
When considering the diversity of the student body, overall, 39.7% of 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed in its importance. One demographic – 
Black/African American students – were more likely to agree or strongly agree 
(57.9%) with the importance of diverse students at the colleges they considered 
attending.  
Additionally, nearly two-thirds (63.2%) of Black/African American 
respondents – compared to 44.3% overall – agreed or strongly agreed with the 
importance of having resources for diverse students.  
Faculty and staff diversity ranked important for about one-third (31.8%) of 
the sample. By demographic, both Asian American/Pacific Islander (42%) and 
Black/African Americans (42.1%) agreed or strongly agreed in the importance of 
this criterion, while less than one-fourth (23.5%) of respondents of two or more 
races agreed or strongly agreed.  
Research Question 2 
The second research question was, “How do racially and ethnically 
diverse students feel about diversity recruitment marketing initiatives?” To 
answer this question, I evaluated the responses from participants to several 
questions pertaining to diversity recruitment marketing initiatives and tactics. 
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When asked, “Many colleges dedicate recruitment marketing efforts 
specifically to increasing the enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse 
students. What does this represent to you?”, 96.97% agreed or strongly agreed 
that “The university wants to appear diverse and inclusive” — consistent with the 
self-presentation concept revealed in the literature review (Boyer et al., 2006) — 
while just 51.52% agreed or strongly agreed that “The university is diverse and 
inclusive.” Notably, 63.34% agreed or strongly agreed that “Diversity is about 
enrollment numbers at this college,” yet 63.63% also agreed or strongly agreed 
that “Diversity is important to the college.” This data suggest that students 
perceive diversity recruitment marketing efforts by colleges as more about 
appearing to be diverse and inclusive than to be about colleges actually being 
diverse and inclusive, though respondents do feel to some degree that colleges 
value diversity when they hear about diversity recruitment marketing efforts. 
In a similar vein, when asked, “How do you feel about colleges having 
specific goals for racially and ethnically diverse enrollment (e.g., to increase the 
enrollment of non-white students by 25% in 5 years)?”, 92.42% agreed or 
strongly agreed that “The university wants to appear diverse and inclusive,” 
compared to 50% who agreed or strongly agreed that “The university is diverse 
and inclusive.” Additionally, 71.21% agreed or strongly agreed that “Diversity is 
about enrollment numbers at this college.” On the flip side, 78.79% agreed or 
strongly agreed that “Diversity is important to the college.”  
Of the 29 respondents who recalled receiving a diversity recruitment 
marketing email from predominantly white institutions, most believe the 
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universities focus more on how these messages benefit the institution than the 
prospects. A total of 92.85% noted they agreed or strongly that “I received this 
because of my race/ethnicity,” 86.21% noted they agreed or strongly agreed they 
felt “The university wants to appear diverse and inclusive,” and 72.41% noted 
agreed or strongly they felt “Unphased because many colleges send messages 
about diversity.” Only 31.04% agreed or strongly agreed “The university is 
diverse and inclusive.” This indicates that diversity messaging to racially and 
ethnically diverse students from predominantly white institutions has less of an 
effect on the perceived diversity and inclusivity of a college for these respondents 
than when the diversity of student body of a university was not specified.  
Notably, 34.49% agreed or strongly agreed that “I do not want to receive this 
information.” This suggests that racially and ethnically diverse students are 
aware that they are being marketed to by colleges because of their race/ethnicity, 
because colleges want to appear diverse, and that more than one-third of these 
students do not want to receive this information.  
Regarding proportionality, when asked if the representation of racial/ethnic 
diversity in college recruitment marketing materials generally matches the 
college’s actual population, 66.67% responded “rarely” or “very rarely,” while 
15.16% responded “often” or “very often” and 18.17% responded “neutral.” This 
suggests that racially and ethnically diverse students notice when portrayed 
diversity by colleges is inaccurate and is consistent with concepts revealed in the 
literature review surrounding the common overrepresentation of racial/ethnic 
diversity in imagery (Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & Cooper-Chen, 2009). 
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Most of the respondents had negative reactions to colleges and 
universities that overrepresent diversity visually. The vast majority (89.4%) agree 
or strongly agree that the overrepresentation is intentional, with more than two-
thirds (68.18%) agreeing or strongly agreeing it is misleading and more than half 
(53.03%) agreeing or strongly agreeing the practice is dishonest. Comparatively, 
only 3.04% agreed or strongly agreed that the overrepresentation was 
unintentional, 12.13% agreed or strongly agreed it was reasonably accurate, and 
9.1% agreed or strongly agreed that it was an honest act. These findings are 
consistent with findings in the literature review, which revealed that 
misrepresentation‚ often in the form of overrepresentation, is a common practice 
in college recruitment marketing (Pippert et al., 2013; Wang & Cooper-Chen, 
2009), often for the purposes of self-presentation (Boyer et al., 2006). Quite 
interestingly, 37.88% indicated they were unsure if the overrepresentation was 
intentional or unintentional, which was also a key finding in qualitative responses 
that will be discussed later, and something not uncovered during the literature 
review. This suggests that students are averse to overrepresented diversity and 
believe that it is not only intentional, but often misleading. Additionally, it 
suggests that they are unclear on what colleges intentions are when they 
overrepresent diversity. The survey then asked participants to compare the visual 
depictions of racial and ethnic minorities in college promotional materials to what 
they experienced when visiting or enrolling on campus. More than half (57.58%) 
noted that “Images showed more diversity than I experienced on campus.”  
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Of 31 respondents who recalled being invited to a college recruitment 
event for racially and ethnically diverse students, 80.65% agreed or strongly 
agreed that the university wants to appear inclusive, whether or not it is, which is 
consistent with the self-presentation concept uncovered in the literature review 
(Boyer et al., 2006). While 51.61% agreed or strongly agreed with the feeling “I 
would rather be invited to an event for students of all races and ethnicities,” 
35.49% agreed or strongly agreed that they felt singled out because of their race.  
Conversely, 83.87% agreed or strongly agreed that “There are others like me at 
this university” and 64.51% agreed or strongly agreed that “I will have community 
at this university.”  
While a university’s commitment to diversity was not the deciding factor in 
participants’ college choice, 54.55% considered it as part of their decision-
making. Less than one-third (28.79%) noticed the commitment through diversity 
mission statements, support programs and student organizations, and 
considered it heavily in deciding where to attend college. Only 15.15% noted “It 
was not a consideration,” and 0% noted “It was the main deciding factor in my 
college choice.”  
Qualitative results 
 Research Question 1 
To answer my first research question, “What were the most important 
factors in racially and ethnically diverse students’ college choice?”, I evaluated 
responses from one open-ended question about diversity recruitment marketing 
tactics. Responses to this question revealed common themes. 
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The open-ended question was, “What other factors were important to you 
when selecting a college?” Overwhelmingly, the responses fell into five 
categories:  
1. Campus community and fit — Respondents cited class size, 
facilities, the look of campus, the town vibe, housing opportunities 
and a university’s values as the campus and community factors that 
were important to them.  
2. Success and support — Respondents cited graduation/retention 
support, internships, research opportunities, professional 
development, driven peers, study abroad opportunities and career 
services as important factors. 
3. Location/proximity — Respondents noted the proximity to home 
and geographic location of a university as important factors. 
4. Reputation and academic excellence — Respondents noted 
prestige, notoriety, great programs all around, the university’s 
reputation in regard to scandals or other reputational blemishes, 
and the flexibility to switch majors and still graduate with an 
impressive degree as important factors. 
5. Community specific to diversity and inclusion — Respondents 
noted inclusivity, living close to other racially and ethnically diverse 




 Racially and ethnically diverse participants in this study were more 
concerned with academic reputation/offerings, campus and community fit, and 
success and support than they were the diversity of a campus’ student body. 
These topics were not uncovered in the literature review as top factors for racially 
and ethnically diverse students, with the exception of on-campus support for 
racially and ethnically diverse students (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2014; 
Luedke, 2017). 
Research Question 2 
 To answer my second research question, “How do racially and ethnically 
diverse students feel about diversity recruitment marketing initiatives?”, I 
evaluated responses to four open-ended questions about how participants feel 
about/felt when they received diversity recruitment marketing tactics and 
enrollment initiatives, as well as their opinions surrounding the ethics of popular 
recruitment marketing tactics. Responses to these four questions revealed 
central themes across the questions. 
Distrust of College Diversity Marketing Tactics 
 The major theme in the responses to the open-ended questions was a 
distrust of college diversity recruitment marketing materials. Students shared 
their keen awareness of popular tactics colleges use in diversity recruitment 
marketing materials, such as overrepresentation of diversity in images, including 
photos of diverse students in brochures to ‘check a box’ and appear more 
diverse, using self-presentation to make the campus appear more diverse than it 
really is, and touting diversity goals and initiatives. While the literature review 
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revealed that racially and ethnically diverse students are aware that colleges 
market to them because of their race (Urciuoli, (2018), it did not uncover racially 
and ethnically diverse students’ distrust in college recruitment marketing as my 
study did. 
 Because they are aware of these tactics, many respondents noted being 
unsure of the intentions behind many college recruitment marketing materials 
they receive. For instance, respondents noted feeling wary of a brochure with a 
photo of mostly African American students but were unsure if they were meant to 
deceive or were simply intended to attract them to the university. Respondents 
noted, particularly, being unsure if colleges really cared about the value of 
diversity and inclusion on their campuses or if they have diversity recruitment 
marketing plans because they have to. These findings were also not uncovered 
during the literature review. 
 To answer the question, “What other reactions do you have to college and 
university recruitment materials with photos that reflect higher levels of diversity 













• “Not fair” 
• Frustrating” 
• “Marketing ploy” 
• “Marketing strategy” 
• “I honestly respect a university or organization less when they 
overrepresent diversity.” 
Self-Presentation, Overrepresentation, Tokenism, and Stereotypes 
 Another popular theme that arose was the idea that colleges show images 
of diversity, talk about diversity, and have diversity recruitment initiatives as a 
way of making themselves appear diverse, whether or not they are, a concept 
known as “self-presentation” (Boyer et al., 2006). Participants cited the 
overrepresentation of diverse students through images as a popular tactic, as 
well as tokenism (e.g., a photo of a group of students who are different races). 
Respondents also described situations where stereotypes are at place, such as 
students of color only being portrayed only as athletes) (Osei-Kofi, Torres & Lui, 
2013). Participants noted that they are aware of the tactics and see through 
them, which leads to the distrust discussed above, as well as disappointment and 





Feeling Like a Number or Part of a Quota, Lack of Support 
 Respondents noted their awareness of colleges having diversity 
enrollment goals and using diversity recruitment marketing tactics to reach these 
goals. Many participants noted that it is valuable to have diversity enrollment 
goals and strategies for increasing the enrollment of racially and ethnically 
diverse students. However, many also noted they felt the intentions behind the 
diversity initiatives and resources were to fulfill a quota — consistent with 
information revealed in the literature review from Urciuoli’s (2018) study during 
which students noted feeling like they were recruited to fulfill a quota — not 
because universities actually value the unique qualities and experiences that 
come with a diverse and inclusive campus. Others noted that they do not believe 
diversity even matters to colleges and that colleges are only pushing for 
increased diversity to reach enrollment goals and peer expectations. 
  Many respondents also noted that they felt colleges and universities did 
not care about racially and ethnically diverse students or their success because 
the infrastructure for financial, academic, and community support does not exist 
for these students. One respondent went as far as to say they believe that the 
push for increased diversity is financially motivated. Respondents did note that 
having goals for increasing diversity enrollment is meaningful and exciting if they 
are backed by the necessary support for students to succeed, which is consistent 
with finding in the literature review (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2014; Luedke, 
2017; Sevier, 2003). Students noted that often universities’ words do not match 
their actions (e.g., touting diversity without offering additional scholarships), and 
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with the proper infrastructure and support in place, colleges will not have to try as 
hard to increase enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students. 
Most of All, They Want Honesty and Accuracy 
 Perhaps the most-compelling theme of all was a call for accuracy and 
honesty from colleges through their diversity recruitment marketing. As revealed 
in the other themes, racially and ethnically diverse students are very aware of 
popular diversity recruitment marketing tactics — not only do they not trust them, 
but they often find them off-putting. A resounding theme emerged from the 
question, “If you could provide advice to college marketing professionals about 
marketing to racially and ethnically diverse students, what would you tell them?”: 
respondents want colleges to be honest. 
 Participants noted several ways colleges could more effectively recruit 
them through marketing by being honest, including being upfront about diversity 
numbers, being open about challenges with enrolling more diverse students, 
asking current diverse students for help with marketing ideas and messaging, 
and owning who the university is, even if diversity enrollment is low. In fact, 
respondents overwhelmingly noted they would rather hear true diversity 
enrollment numbers (even when numbers are low), accompanied by goals for 
growth, information about resources, and messaging from current diverse 
students, than to see marketing materials flooded with overrepresented diversity 
in imagery. Some suggestions included: 
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• Get current diverse students involved in marketing “Ask those minority 
groups on campus of how they want to be represented.” “Let 
racial/ethnic/cultural clubs and student organizations reach out.”  
• Be honest and accurate. “Be honest even if that’s not what you want.” “Be 
more authentic. Do things without an agenda and weave efforts into other 
campaigns.” “Be truthful.” “Stop advertising what’s not there. Be honest 
and work on making your school more diverse.” “Represent your campus 
accurately, do not lie about it to look good.” “Make sure your marketing 
isn’t misleading.” 
• Show support and community options. “Provide more specific info on 
clubs/orgs here rather than pictures.” “Tell me about scholarships.” “Make 
videos with different clubs and stuff that people can join/communities so 
people will feel more comfortable and at home.” 
Discussion 
 From the results of this study, paired with the initials findings in the 
literature review, it is clear to see that racially and ethnically diverse students are 
keenly aware they are marketed to by colleges and universities, and that they are 
also aware of popular marketing tactics colleges use to recruit them. Beyond just 
awareness, they have strong opinions and feelings about the strategies used — 
from overrepresentation to targeted messaging — and overwhelmingly made a 
request for colleges to be honest about campus diversity in their recruitment 
marketing efforts, from the way they use photos of diverse students to the way 
they talk about diversity in marketing materials. Notably, many participants stated 
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they would prefer a college be honest and admit to having issues increasing the 
enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students and talk about ways they 
are rectifying the issue rather than overrepresent diversity in imagery and 
vaguely tout diversity and inclusion as campus values to appear more diverse 
than they are, a strategy from the literature review called self-presentation (Boyer 
et al., 2006). 
 An additional key takeaway is the lack of trust participants have in college 
recruitment marketing materials. Participants noted feeling unsure of intentions of 
or accuracy in the way colleges portray diversity in college marketing materials, 
citing that experiences on college campuses were often different. The student 
body is less racially and ethnically diverse than what colleges portray in 
recruitment marketing materials, consistent with what Urciuoli’s 2018 study also 
found. Participants noted this can lead to disappointment down the road, as well 
as distrust. 
 Along the same lines, participants noted that recruitment marketing aimed 
at increasing the enrollment of racially and ethnically diverse students often felt 
fake, inauthentic, staged and forced, as well as unethical and like a marketing 
ploy. These ‘inauthentic ploys,’ participants felt, were driven by the college’s 
necessity to increase enrollment numbers, more than the value that racially and 
ethnically diverse students bring to a college campus. Participants noted that this 
made them feel like a number meant to fulfill a quota — as Urciuoli’s 2018 study 
also found — and like they were valued for their race/ethnicity more than their 
academic achievements and capabilities. To change things, some participants 
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suggested backing diversity enrollment initiatives and diversity value statements 
with the support many racially and ethnically diverse students need to succeed in 
college — scholarships, graduation/retention support, being connected to 
resources and centers for diverse students on campus. These resources can 
show the colleges really value diversity, not just the ability to meet mandated 
goals. 
 Participants had many feelings about the way that colleges are using 
diversity recruitment marketing tactics to attract them — they do see the value in 
and want to see photos of students like them and to hear about resources on 
campus for diverse students. They also value a diverse student body as well as 
faculty and staff, even though these were not indicated to be the top deciding 
factor in participants’ college choice. 
 In sum, participants called for more authenticity, accuracy, and to be 
valued for more than their racial and ethnic qualities. Participants want colleges 
to put their money where their mouth is when it comes to diversity, and they want 
colleges to authentically care about the value diversity brings more than they 
care about enrollment numbers. Participants also showed that their college 
choice was not made on diversity of the campus alone. In fact, not one 
respondent stated that a campus’s commitment to diversity was the main 
deciding factor in their college choice, though many higher education 
administrators and marketing professionals operate as if it is when it comes to 
diversity recruitment marketing plans. 
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 Participants shared sentiments about asking current diverse students how 
colleges should market to racially and ethnically diverse students. Participants 
shared that it often seems colleges do not actually know what racially and 
ethnically diverse students want to know — which is the main purpose of this 
research — and that it shows. Participants suggested working with diverse clubs 
and organizations on campus for ideas and insight. 
 It should be noted that each university has its own local climate — many 
factors can affect participants’ opinions on and responses to this topic, such as 
campus climate, recent campus and community events, geographic location and 
history, the diversity of a student body, and more. For the purposes of this study, 
the participant pool was predominantly comprised of UNC students. Just as UNC 
has its unique campus climate, each university has a unique climate, as well. In 
order for a college to successfully understand and market to racially and 
ethnically diverse students in its prospect pool, the college should first conduct its 
own research by localizing the data to their specific population and surround their 
particular campus and all of the factors that could affect the participant pool. By 
localizing the research, colleges can gain a better understanding of their 
particular audience and more accurate data to work from. This allows marketers 
to understand what they have to offer prospective students, what current diverse 
students like and dislike about the campus, and how they can continue to 
improve their diversity recruitment marketing efforts, specific to their campus. 
 
39 
This research is a first step toward closing the gap and reaching racially 
and ethnically diverse students with the right diversity recruitment marketing 
messaging.  
Limitations and future research  
One limitation of this study was the inability to observe reactions to 
questions or have candid conversations that may naturally occur in an in-person 
setting such as a personal interview or focus group. Because of the nature of the 
research and the number of responses needed, an online survey was the most-
cost-effective and efficient method. Future research could expand upon this 
survey with additional research methods, such as focus groups or interviews, that 
allow for the observation of and interaction with participants. 
An additional limitation was the response rate. Because of the parameters 
of the sample and their specificity, the amount of data to draw from was limited. 
Future research could expand upon the findings with a larger-scale study with a 
more robust and substantial sample size. 
A third limitation was that the sample includes students who all enrolled in 
college (after all of the recruitment marketing they may have received). Further 
research would help identify the opinions of racially and ethnically diverse 
individuals who ultimately do not attend college. Furthermore, the sample 
included predominantly UNC students, and UNC is known for academic 
excellence more so than for being a diverse campus diversity — this could skew 
the results to a less pronounced interest in campus diversity because students 
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interested in UNC are generally more drawn to academics than factors such as 
campus diversity. 
A fourth limitation was that the topic pertains to students who are in high 
school searching for colleges (ages 15–18), and the sample included students 
who are already enrolled in college (ages 18–24). Though slightly off, due to time 
constraints and the approval process required to survey individual under the age 
of 18, this study focused on current college students as opposed to high school 
students currently searching for a college. The findings from this survey will be 
helpful in subsequent research of high schoolers and gives great insight into the 
mindset of racially and ethnically diverse students during the college search 
process, as this was a recent phase of their lives. Further research could study 
students that fall within the high school age range before or while they are 
researching college options, as well as the role that parents, family and guidance 
counselors play in a student’s college search process.  
A fifth limitation is the current campus climate at UNC. Many of this study’s 
participants are members of UNC’s Hussman School of Journalism and Media, 
which contains majors such as advertising, journalism and public relations. 
Recent events on UNC’s campus — including an uproar surrounding the removal 
or retainment of a Civil War Confederate soldier statue, Silent Sam — could 
affect the student body’s opinion on UNC’s diversity and enrollment goals. Many 
UNC Hussman School of Journalism and Media students participated in the 
recent campus events, whether because of personal interest or news interest. An 
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additional factor could be a current lawsuit UNC is involved in for being accused 
of admitting too many racially/ethnically diverse students.  
A sixth limitation is that the sample was predominantly female (78.79%), 
which could skew some results. A seventh limitation is that, because participants 
are current college students, they may not accurately or fully remember their 
experience with receiving recruitment marketing materials from colleges during 
their college search process. 
Future research could extend this research topic to analyze how diversity 
recruitment marketing efforts affect racially and ethnically diverse student 
retention once students enroll. Making these connections could shed light on the 
importance of how colleges and universities are marketing to racially and 
ethnically diverse students and how the early marketing affects retention down 
the road. 
Future research could also focus on localized studies — as mentioned 
earlier — to understand the data particular to a specific college and its audience. 
This could help colleges better define and fulfill what their brand is and what it 
means to current and future students, as well as what their specific audience 
wants and needs to know. When a college does research at a localized level, it 
can gain a better understanding of what it can accurately and honestly offer to 
racially and ethnically diverse students, which ties into the respondents’ call for 
more honest and accurate marketing material from colleges. 
Additional future research could also explore reactions of racially and 
ethnically diverse students to actual college marketing materials in real time — 
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e.g., brochures, photos, websites and emails — to gauge their opinions on 
different elements and methods used to recruit diverse students through higher 
education marketing. 
As a final note, it is important to acknowledge that racially and ethnically 
diverse students in my study noted feeling singled out when they were/are 
marketed to because of their race, yet they see the value in diversity recruitment 
marketing and enrollment growth at colleges. While my research offers insights 
into student opinions, a literature review from experts, and a best-practices list for 
guidance, it is important to acknowledge the difficult balance between tailoring a 
diversity recruitment marketing plan to the interests and needs of racially and 
ethnically diverse students without making them feel singled out because of their 
race. Though my research did not seek to answer this question, it is something 
that should be considered in future research and in future diversity recruitment 
marketing planning. 
With the insights gained through the survey research, I have developed a 
best-practices list for higher education marketing professionals and 
administrators. My research studied current college students; as student opinions 
and trends continue to change, research in this area should continue to ensure 
efforts resonate with racially and ethnically diverse students moving forward. 
Medium/Deliverables 
The deliverable for this project is multi-faceted. It includes a thesis project 
report (introduction, literature review, methodology and results), as well as a 
best-practices list for higher education administrators and marketing 
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professionals on how to reach racially and ethnically diverse students with the 
right tactics and messaging. 
Results were compared to and combined with academic and industry 
research on the topic to develop the best-practices list, which helps fill gaps in 
the understanding of how today’s racially and ethnically diverse students want to 
be marketed to and how they perceive university efforts thus far. Additionally, it 
shed light on top deciding factors and concerns during the college search 
process for these students. The best-practices list will serve as a guide for more 
purposeful, intentional, and welcomed recruitment marketing for racially and 
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6 Best Practices for Higher Education Marketing 
Professionals Developing Racial and Ethnic 
Diversity Recruitment Marketing Plans
Set your institution apart: Aim for proportionality and honesty, gain 
students’ trust
When representing campus diversity through imagery, aim for proportionality. 
Though being exact at all times is unreasonable, racially and ethnically 
diverse students notice when diversity is overrepresented in marketing 
materials. General guidelines exist for achieving honest representation of 
racial and ethnic diversity through imagery. For instance, proportionality 
(Pippert et al., 2013). This means if a university’s student body is 40% non-
white and 60% white, as a very basic rule, the number of non-white students 
in an image should be as close to 40% as possible, with the exception of 
photos of student groups where culture and race may be the unifying factor. 
More specifically, if a university’s student body is 18% Asian or Asian 
American, 11% Black or African-American, 10% Hispanic or Latinx, and 3% 
American Indian or Alaska Native, though precision is rarely possible, the 
percentages should serve as a guide when making photo choices. By doing 
this, your institution will aim to represent campus accurately and to prevent 
overrepresentation, which this study shows students notice.
This study shows racially and ethnically diverse students feel like universities 
overrepresent diversity in images intentionally, and because of this, do not 
trust recruitment marketing materials. Set your institution apart by aiming to 
be accurate in your portrayal of racial and ethnic diversity. Additionally, talk 
about your institutional goals (and challenges) pertaining to the diversity of 
the student body. Talk about tangible ways you are affecting change and 
empower students to come be a part of the change, for example: Our goal 
is to be 60% diverse by 2025 and we are currently 40%. We believe a key 
part of the excellent academic experience at this university is the unique 
perspectives and experiences we all bring to the table. We’re not where we 
want to be, but we’re taking steps to get there and we need you to be part of 




Localize the data for your campus
How can you develop an accurate, compelling diversity recruitment 
marketing plan without knowing your audience and what your campus has to 
offer to them? As discussed, each college has a unique campus climate and 
a unique audience that may provide different results to some of the questions 
asked in my survey. Talk to current diverse students, conduct your own 
research, and do some homework about your campus — how you support 
diverse students well and what you can do better. Then, use marketing to 
support and/or lead the change in those areas for future students.
decisions, viewing words and images through their personal lens (Turner & 
Turner, 2011) rather than considering how their audience may perceive certain 
messages, images and strategies from their unique perspectives.
The study revealed that racially and ethnically diverse students noticed things 
like “token” diverse students in photos and African American students only 
portrayed as athletes. Some even noted having their picture taken on campus 
by university photographers and believing it was because of their race/
ethnicity. This indicates it may also be important to ask before taking photos.
By being aware of how your audience perceives certain marketing tactics and 
practices, your institution can develop marketing strategies that meet your 
students’ needs, and just as importantly, make them feel valued and avoid 
sending unintended negative messaging. If you’re not sure, ask.
A few questions to consider:
What messages do images send about the value your institution puts 
on diversity? (For instance, stereotypes such as white students in the 
foreground and non-white students in the background, African American 
students as athletes, Asian students in science labs, non-white students 
‘helping’ non-white people in community service settings, etc.)
How can your institution avoid stereotypes, overrepresentation, 
tokenism, etc., through the way you portray diversity in imagery? 
(Being aware is often the first step.) 
How might racially and ethnically diverse students feel about your 
diversity marketing efforts? (For instance, singled out because of their 
race/ethnicity, like your institution is practicing self-presentation or is being 
intentionally inaccurate, etc.)
How does the university talk about diversity? (For instance, is most 
diversity talk numbers/enrollment focused? Does it mostly referring to race/
ethnicity?)
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Be conscious of interpretations and show the value of diversity at your 
institution is more than race and ethnicity
As the literature review and study revealed, many messages can be 
assumed by your audience, which they may believe to be intentionally 
implied by your institution, when often those messages are unintentional 
and unnoticed by marketers. As one scholar noted, “I-methodology” is a 
common practice where marketers use their intuition when making marketing 
3
Ask students what they want, listen, and keep asking
As this study revealed, students know what they want and are willing to tell 
you. Many students who participated in this study were enrolled at UNC 
Chapel Hill; and as with any study, many factors can determine opinions 
within the sample, for instance, whether or not they choose to attend 
college, what college they select, income level, a school’s reputation, etc. 
Your audience may differ from other universities’ audiences, so ask your 
prospective students what they want through methods such as surveys and 
focus groups, then tailor your marketing plan based on results. 
Participants noted the same — if you’re not sure, ask current diverse 
students. Have them help guide your strategy. Be open, listen and meet 
these students with the messaging they want. Asking, listening and changing 
based on results can lead to a very effective plan. Additionally, keep asking. 
This year’s class may have different wants ad needs than future groups.
5
Remember that it’s not all about diversity for your audience
While 83.34% noted that diversity was a factor to some degree in their 
college choice, not even one participant noted it was the main deciding 
factor in their choice. Evaluate your diversity recruitment marketing plan: Are 
strategies primarily focusing on the topic if diversity? This study showed that 
most respondents were most concerned with academic reputation, with cost 
being the next top factor.
As you update or develop a recruitment marketing plan for racially and 
ethnically diverse students, remember that it’s not all about diversity to them, 
although that may be your purpose for marketing to them. Remember that 
your materials should answer students’ top questions and concerns about 
colleges. Also remember that they want to be valued for their academic 
achievements and capabilities, as well as other characteristics that make 
them unique beyond their race and ethnicity.
4
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While increased diversity may be a university goal, don’t focus solely or 
predominantly on numbers. This study shows that racially/ethnically diverse 
students often feel like a number, and that if the marketing to racially/
ethically diverse students is successful, colleges will reach their numbers 
goal. 
Here are some questions to ask racially/ethnically diverse students:
What values do students from different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds bring?
How are we exemplifying that diversity is important? (For instance, 
diverse student body president, support programs offered, showing diverse 
faculty and staff)
Do our materials focus on all kinds of diversity, not just racial/ethnic?
(For instance, diversity of thought, opinion, gender, ability, geography, etc.)
Outline your baseline diversity recruitment marketing plan and fill in 
with more detail and touch points as you go
Once you talk to current diverse students and conduct research, take the 
feedback and develop a diversity recruitment marketing plan that meets 
their needs and interests. Based on my study and literature review findings, 
here’s a skeleton recruitment marketing plan for racially and ethnically 
diverse students, which should be accompanied by general marketing about 
admission, cost, financial aid and scholarships, majors and programs, and 
student life and involvement. 
PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS
Email 1
Theme: What diversity means to us
From: Chancellor
Photo: Students of proportional diversity
Content: Text about diversity values and what it means to be a Tar Heel
Goal: To show how the university values diversity and what it means to the 
campus; to show it’s more than numbers and skin color
Email 2
Theme: Recruitment events invitation
From: Admissions officer
Photo: Beautiful image of campus with students in background who are 
not the sole focus
Content: Event dates for prospective students, including diversity events 
but not only highlighting them, links to register and more information
Goal: To invite racially and ethnically diverse students to all events for 
prospective students, not just events for diverse students, but to also share 
those dates for students interested in diverse student events.
Email 3
Theme: Value, reputation, offsetting cost, scholarships, financial aid
From: Scholarships and financial aid office
Photo: Students at career fair, proportional diversity
Content: Show the value of a college education from your institution 
because of academic reputation and how college costs can be offset. Show 
that college is an investment in a successful future.
Goal: To show students that college is worth the investment, academic 




Theme: Being the change
From: Diverse student leader on campus
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Photo: Image of diverse student leader
Content: How students are leading the change at UNC and setting the 
groundwork for future Tar Heels, what diverse student leaders are doing to 
impact change and how these efforts tie back to university diversity goals 
and initiatives as well as student goals, interests and needs
Goal: To show how students on campus are leading the change when it 
comes to campus, the community, the nation and the world, and how they 
are partnering with the university and its goals/initiatives to make campus an 
even better place.
Email 2
Theme: Cost/financial aid/scholarships, alumni outcomes
Photo: Photo of successful racially/ethnically diverse alum
Content: Highlight successful alum story and provide information about 
how college can be more affordable when accompanied by financial aid or 
scholarships; the investment is worth it through student story.
Goal: To show that alumni from this university move on to have successful 
careers and that financial resources are available to ease the burden of the 




Theme: Our promise to you
From: Chief diversity officer
Photo: Image of chief diversity officer and chancellor together
Content: 5 promises to diverse students that highlight campus resources 
(multicultural center, LGBT center, mental health center, academic advising, 
financial aid/scholarships, commitment to recruiting diverse faculty)
Goal: To show that diversity is more than just talk at your institution, and it’s 
more than enrollment numbers or skin color. To show your money is where 
your mouth is and that you will support these students.
Email 2
Theme: Financial aid/scholarship amounts, internship and career 
resources 
From: Financial aid and career services offices, together
Photo: Image of students with faculty/staff/mentor
Content: Scholarship and financial aid award amounts paired with 
information about internships, career resources and student outcomes
Goal: To deliver financial aid and scholarship award amounts along 






Theme: You’re a Tar Heel, help lead the way
Photo: Campus mascot pointing toward camera
Content: 5 responsibilities for incoming Tar Heels
Support each other: Share resources, listen, be welcoming
Take ownership: Speak up when something doesn’t feel right
Show kindness and empathy: Spread positivity in your interactions
Step up: Get involved and make communities when they don’t exist
Remember that your voice and actions matter: You affect the future
Goal: To challenge incoming students to be part of the change and to show 
that valuing diversity is simple, but it matters, and everyone plays a part. A 
future goal: How can the university continue contact with students once they 
enroll so they know they are truly supported and valued when enrolled. 
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Appendix 2 — Survey questions 
Racial and Ethnic Diversity and Higher Education Recruitment Marketing: How 
Diversity Marketing Efforts are Perceived by Diverse Students 
Start of Block: Block 1 
Consent The purpose of this research study is to determine how higher education 
recruitment marketing efforts aimed at increasing racial and ethnic diversity enrollment 
numbers are perceived by non-white students. You are being asked to take part in a 
research study because you are a non-white college-age student. The following survey 
aims to answer questions and gather data related to diversity recruitment 
marketing efforts in higher education from the perspective of students being 
marketed to — non-white college students. To present, not much research on this 
topic exists.    
 All responses will remain confidential and demographic questions are asked only to 
help the researcher understand the participant sample; results will be used for this 
purpose alone. No responses will be traced back to participants.   
Please indicate below whether or not you consent to participate in this research. 
Participation is voluntary and may be terminated at any time.  
o I consent to participate in this research.
o I do not consent to participate in this research.
Skip To: End of Survey If The purpose of this research study is to determine how higher 
education recruitment marketing eff... = I do not consent to participate in this research. 
End of Block: Block 1 
Start of Block: Default Question Block 
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Q1 Please select your race/ethnicity. Select all that apply. 
▢ White/Caucasian 
▢ Black/African American  
▢ Hispanic/Latino  
▢ Asian American/Pacific Islander  
▢ Native American/American Indian 
▢ Other (please specify) 
________________________________________________ 
Skip To: End of Survey If Please select your race/ethnicity. Select all that apply. = 
White/Caucasian 
Q2 What is your age? 









Skip To: End of Survey If What is your age? = Less than 18 
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Q4 Please indicate your approximate annual household income (the combined income 
of all people living in your permanent residence, e.g., parents, guardians, siblings over 
the age of 15): 
o Less than $20,000
o $20,000 to $34,999
o $35,000 to $49,999
o $50,000 to $74,999
o $75,000 to $99,999
o $100,000 to $124,999
o $125,000 to $149,999
o More than $150,000
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Q5 How important were the following factors to you when selecting a college (1–5, with 1 
being not important at all and 5 being very important)? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Academic reputation o o o o o 
Majors available o o o o o 
Campus safety o o o o o 
Athletic reputation o o o o o 
Cost o o o o o 
Scholarships/financial 
aid  o o o o o 
Closeness to home o o o o o 
Diversity of students o o o o o 
Diversity of 
faculty/staff o o o o o 
Resources for 
diverse students (for 




o o o o o 
Q6 What other factors were important to you when selecting a college? 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Q7 How important was a university’s commitment to diversity (demonstrated 
commitment to diversity through diversity mission statements, support programs and 
student organizations) pertaining to your college choice? 
o It was not a consideration
o I considered it, but it was not the main deciding factor
o I noticed and considered it heavily
o It was the main factor in my college choice
o Other (please specify):
________________________________________________
Q8 To what extent did you seek colleges with the following factors? (1–5, with 1 being 
not at all and 5 being very much): 
1 2 3 4 5 
Diversity 
enrollment 
goals o o o o o 
Diversity 
statements 






o o o o o 
Diverse 
faculty o o o o o 
Diverse 
student 
bodies o o o o o 
Other 
diversity 
initiatives o o o o o
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Q9 Did you receive a personalized email about campus diversity from a college when 
you were applying to colleges? 
o Yes
o No
o Unsure/do not remember
Skip To: Q11 If Did you receive a personalized email about campus diversity from a 
college when you were applying... = No 
Skip To: Q11 If Did you receive a personalized email about campus diversity from a 
college when you were applying... = Unsure/do not remember 
Q10 To what extent do you agree with the following statements regarding how you felt 






Agree Strongly agree 




the college.  










o o o o o 





o o o o o
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Display This Question: 
If Did you receive a personalized email about campus diversity from a college when 
you were applying... = No 
Or Did you receive a personalized email about campus diversity from a college 
when you were applying... = Unsure/do not remember 
Q11 How would you have felt if you had received a personalized email about campus 










the college.  









o o o o o 





o o o o o 
Q12 When you were applying to colleges, were you invited to a college recruitment 
event for racially and ethnically diverse students? 
o Yes
o No
o Unsure/do not remember
Skip To: Q14 If When you were applying to colleges, were you invited to a college 
recruitment event for racially... = No 
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Skip To: Q14 If When you were applying to colleges, were you invited to a college 
recruitment event for racially... = Unsure/do not remember 
Q13 Please rate your level of agreement with how you felt when you were invited to a 






Agree Strongly agree 
There are others 
like me at this 
university.  o o o o o 
I will have a 
community at 
this university. o o o o o 
This university is 
committed to 
diversity.  o o o o o 
I have been 
singled out 
because of my 
race.  
o o o o o 
I would rather be 
invited to an 
event for 
students of all 
races and 
ethnicities.  
o o o o o 
This university 
wants to appear 
inclusive, 
whether or not it 
is.  
o o o o o 
I did not receive 






o o o o o
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Display This Question: 
If When you were applying to colleges, were you invited to a college recruitment 
event for racially... != Yes 
Q14 Please rate your level of agreement with how you would have felt if you had been 






Agree Strongly agree 
There are 
others like 
me at this 
university. 
o o o o o 









o o o o o 




o o o o o 
I would 
rather be 
invited to an 
event for 
students of 
all races and 
ethnicities.  







not it is. 
o o o o o
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Q15 During the college search process, was the amount diversity portrayed in 
brochures, emails and on college websites from universities representative of your 
experience in-person at most universities when you visited or enrolled? 
o Images showed more diversity than I experienced on campus
o Images were representative of diversity I experienced on campus
o Images showed less diversity than I experienced on campus
o Unsure or can't remember
o Other (please explain)
________________________________________________
Q16 Was the amount of diversity portrayed in UNC-Chapel Hill recruitment materials 
(e.g., brochures, emails, and on websites) representative of your experience in-person 
when you visited or enrolled? 
o Images showed more diversity than I experienced when I visited campus
o Images were representative of diversity I experienced when I visited campus
o Images showed less diversity than I experienced when I visited campus
o Unsure or can't remember
o Other (please explain) :
________________________________________________
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Q17 Many colleges dedicate recruitment marketing efforts specifically to increasing the 







Agree Strongly agree 
Diversity is 
important to 






















































o o o o o 
Q18 What other reactions do you have to recruitment marketing efforts specifically 







Q19 How do you feel about colleges having specific goals for racially and ethnically 








Agree Strongly agree 
Diversity is 
important to 






















































o o o o o 
Q20 What other reactions do you have to colleges having specific goals for racially and 






Q21 When you were applying to colleges, did you receive a personalized email about 




o Unsure/do not remember
Skip To: Q23 If When you were applying to colleges, did you receive a personalized 
email about campus diversity f... = No 
Skip To: Q23 If When you were applying to colleges, did you receive a personalized 
email about campus diversity f... = Unsure/do not remember 
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Q22 How did you feel when you received a personalized email about campus diversity 






Agree Strongly agree 
Diversity is 
important to 
















for me at the 
college  
o o o o o 
There are 
people like 
me at the 
college 
o o o o o 













o o o o o 




o o o o o
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Display This Question: 
If When you were applying to colleges, did you receive a personalized email about 
campus diversity f... = No 
Or When you were applying to colleges, did you receive a personalized email about 
campus diversity f... = Unsure/do not remember 
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Q23 How would you have felt if you had received a personalized email about campus 







Agree Strongly agree 
Diversity is 
important to 
















for me at the 
college  
o o o o o 
There are 
people like 
me at the 
college 














o o o o o 




o o o o o
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Q24 To what extent do you feel the representation of racial/ethnic diversity in 







Q25 How would you describe the representation of racial/ethnic diversity in 








Q26 To what extent do you feel the representation of racial/ethnic diversity in consumer 






Q27 How would you describe the representation of racial/ethnic diversity in consumer 






Q28 Some colleges and universities rely on photos and other images to show that their 
campuses are racially and ethnically diverse. At times, the photos may reflect a higher 
level of diversity than their enrollment. For each pair of adjectives below, please indicate 
the extent to which you believe adjectives describe this practice. 
Unintentional o o o o o Intentional 
Misleading o o o o o Reasonably accurate 
Dishonest o o o o o Honest 
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Q29 What other reactions do you have to college and university recruitment materials 






Q30 If you could provide advice to college marketing professionals about marketing to 






End of Block: Default Question Block 
Thank you for completing this survey. 
If you are completing this survey for credit, please submit this form. This form will not be 
linked to your survey response. 
